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Buildings come to exist as sites of memory and imagination.  Any built space, whether constructed for 
habitation or utility, resonates with the human activity that has occurred within it. Our experience of a space is 
influenced by many things; by knowledge of the functions of the space, by cultural associations, by memory 
and imagination.  The way  we experience a space is determined largely by our aural perception of that space. 
One can be in a room in complete darkness and yet still have a powerful sense of our own physical presence 
within it, through the sound of footfall, of the voice and even the sound of our our breath.   
 
In this paper the author/composer will refer to her work with environmental sound (in the form of installations 
and electroacoustic composition) and discuss the ways in which sound can be used to enliven our experience 
and understanding of space. Examples of electroacoustic soundscapes and documentation of installation work 
(including a recent collaboration with Edinburgh based artist Anne Bevan) will illustrate how the author’s work 
focuses on the associative power of  sound.  By juxtaposing disparate sound worlds or by re-contextualising 
environmental sound, the intention is to focus the aural imagination and to enrich the listener’s experience of 
space, whether physical or imaginary.   
 
The author’s work has a strong preoccupation with old and abandoned spaces, and a fascination with the 
memories such places evoke and contain. In some ways the work is an attempt to reanimate space and to tap 
into the resonances of imagination that inhabit old and neglected buildings. Her work can be seen to 
incorporate various approaches, ranging from installation and soundscape to historical documentation of 
specific sites.  
 
Drawing on the ideas of various writers, the author will place her work in a broader  context and reflect upon 
the issues raised. Gaston Bachelard’s seminal work,  ‘The Poetics of Space’, offers a starting point for 
attempting to describe the impact that our built environment has on our imagination. Bachelard describes the 
ways in which human imagination and memory are strongly linked to, and shaped by, our physical 
environment.   “Memories are motionless, and the more securely they are fixed in space, the sounder they 
are”.  Part of the motivation for the author’s work is to exploit the associative richness of specific sites and 
locations and to create work which engages the imagination in a variety of ways. 
 
Imagining space through sound.  
Hear a sound and imagine a space.  
The act of hearing is inextricably linked to the act of imagining. It is almost impossible to hear a sound without  
instinctively seeking the source of the sound - where the sound is coming from, who or what has produced that 
sound.  The emergence of musique concrete and Pierre Schaeffer’s concept of the ‘sound-object’ encouraged a 
new way of hearing.  Recording technology meant that sounds could be isolated from their source and heard and 
understood in terms of their acoustic characteristics.    In theory the idea of ‘pure hearing’ seems possible but in 
practice this can be more problematic. As Christian Metz points out, “...the recognition of a sound leads directly 
to the question: ‘A sound of what?’ ”1  If we look at something - a sculpture for instance - we can more easily 
accept its existence, even if it appears strange, abstract, unrecognisable.  If we hear something and cannot 
readily see the source of the sound, we try to imagine it, seek verification of what we are hearing.  Although the 
physical space in which we view a sculpture or a photograph does impact on how we perceive it, i.e. the level of 
light, other objects within our view etc, the visual object is largely self contained and autonomous.  The physical 
space in which a sound occurs and is heard and/or recorded is an integral part of that sound. Unless we are 
listening through headphones, all sound is heard and experienced within a space.  
 
There is no such thing as a silent room. Even in the sound proof and sound absorbing anechoic chambers at 
Harvard University’s psychoacoustic lab, composer John Cage noted that he  could still hear a low pulse and a 
high singing tone - the sounds of his own circulatory and central nervous systems 2 .  Hearing is fundamentally a 
physical experience and as Sean Cubitt points out in his discussion of sound and space in Digital Aesthetics ,  
“...sound events create a space with no respect for the sacrosanctity of the epidermis in Western 
Philosophy...just as the eye is a source of light, but far more so, the body is a source of sound”3 .  He continues: 
 
At the same time, sound source and sound perception are physically connected, by air, by proximity and, 
hearing a throbbing bass riff through the dancefloor, by solid matter:  the phenomenological 
interpenetration of object and subject is far more difficult to undo in aural than in visual art.4  
   
Depending on the sound, the space in which we hear it may be more or less important in understanding what we 
hear. If we listen to someone speaking or a string quartet playing Haydn, the space in which we hear it may be 
less significant than what is being said or played.  If, on the other hand, we are listening to the sound of Glasgow 
Central Station at 5.30pm on a Friday, where we are hearing and what we are hearing in some ways amount to 
the same thing.  We are listening to the space.  If we listen to a recording of Glasgow Central Station played 
through headphones in our living room, we imagine that space. 
This powerful link between sound, space and imagination seems to me to be central to those areas of sound art 
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incorporating environmental sound and sound installation. In particular, my own interest lies in the associative 
power of environmental sound as it relates to physical space - most significantly our built environment.  Our 
experience of a particular space is influenced by many things - by our knowledge of the function and/or history of 
a space, by cultural associations, by memory and imagination. The way we experience a space is determined 
largely by our aural perception and our physical presence within that space. Or our imagined projection of 
ourselves into that space. 
 
In The Poetics of Space Gaston Bachelard describes the ways in which imagination and memory are strongly 
linked to our built environment, in particular to the buildings which we inhabit.  Bachelard suggests that architypal 
spaces such as cellars, garrets and dark corners are rich with associations and it is such spaces that we inhabit 
in our daydreams.  He also describes how memories are often strongly linked to place - they are in a sense 
“housed” - and the passing of time somehow leaves its traces within a space.  “Memories are motionless, and 
the more securely they are fixed in a space, the sounder they are”5 .  Although Bachelard’s work springs from a 
phenomenological approach, dealing most specifically with domestic space, I feel that these ideas can provide 
an insight into how we internalise aspects of our built environment.   In his introduction Bachelard refers also to 
the work of C.G. Jung and his comparison of the different levels of a dwelling, from the most recent upper floors 
to the older foundatons and what lies beneath,  and a person’s mental structure.6   Without wanting to delve into 
the complexities of phenomenology and psychoanalysis, I believe that our built environment can resonate with 
memory and imagination as well as with sound.  As Bachelard reflects, “...space contains compressed time. That 
is what space is for.” 7  
 
Many people, myself included, are fascinated by old buildings, abandoned buildings, ruins, labyrinthine buildings 
with winding corridors, spiral staircases, hidden cellars and forgotten attics containing old boxes and suitcases.  
We can remember reading children’s stories where old houses with secret passageways led to all kinds of 
adventures.  These images resonate strongly in my imagination and by experimenting with sound recording and 
composition I began to explore how I could in some sense reanimate these images in sound.  Initially the 
resulting sound works focussed on a particular space and the ideas that seemed to be inherent in that space. In 
recent work I have become more interested in the potential for creating a kind of discourse between different 
spaces and in the recontextualising of environmental sound.  These various explorations are of course only 
made possible by the current technology of sound recording, editing and manipulation. 
 
 
Before discussing specific works in more detail I feel it is worth reflecting on the impact current technology has 
had on the way we listen to and understand sound. Recording technology has resulted in the total reinvention of 
the link between sound and source. The fact that we can hear Glasgow Central Station in our living room is an 
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example of how technology allows us to relocate and recontextualise sound and thus manipulate its powerful 
associative potential.  In his book On Sonic Art  (1996) Trevor Wishart uses the term “virtual acoustic space” to 
describe the space into which we project, by means of loudspeakers etc, “an image of any real existing acoustic 
space”8 .  In this ‘virtual acoustic space’ we are not necessarily limited to recreating a real acoustic space, such 
as a concert hall, but are free to imagine and project any kind of sound environment or ‘landscape’.  Wishart  
suggests that the way we perceive a sound ‘landscape’ is determined by three inter-related elements: the nature 
of the perceived acoustic space; the disposition of sound objects within that space; and the recognition of 
individual sound-objects.9  Technology gives us the tools to manipulate these elements.   
 
The potential offered by new technologies for the creation of ‘virtual’ environments and ‘virtual’ experiences has 
been discussed widely by cultural theorists such as Jean Baudrillard and Umberto Eco who are critical of the 
negative potential of such “hyperrealities”.10  The assumption being that since we are now in a position to create 
fakes and simulations of such quality, soon no one will be able to tell the difference between what is real and 
what is not.  Baudrillard even goes so far as to suggest that such obsession with simulation and virtual reality has 
the potential to result in total nihilism, when “Our universe has swallowed its double, and lost its shadow”.11  
Where technology is concerned, potentially almost anything is possible but engaging with technology can also 
result in work that does not imply the “end of illusion”12 but rather the opposite.  In The Open Work Eco states; “In 
every century, the way that artistic forms are structured reflects the way in which science or contemporary culture 
views reality.”13  Technology has affected the way we think and understand as well as the way we hear.  Eco 
suggests that the concepts of non-linearity, ambiguity and ‘openness’, which are defining characteristics in much 
contemporary art, reflect the influence of technology on contemporary society in general.  It is the potential for 
creating illusion that initially drew me to working with sound technology.  By creating ‘virtual’ sound worlds using 
recorded and manipulated sounds which exploit the strong associative power of sound as well as its ambiguity, 
my intention has been to heighten illusion rather that simulate reality. 
 
In my first electroacoustic composition to deal with built environment, Stairs (1997) the ‘virtual acoustic space’ 
being projected is that of a stairwell in a Glasgow tenement. Source recordings of someone walking up and down 
the stairs in a highly reverberant stairwell form the basis for this composition. The inherent rhythm of foot-fall and 
the opening and closing of a door form the main ‘theme’, with the overlaying of various rhythmic patterns creating 
a counterpoint texture.  The function of stairways is that they lead somewhere and an opening and closing door 
implies something beyond that door.  Such expectations are embedded in our imaginations.  In Stairs  I created a 
kind of dreamscape where the very mundane sound of someone walking up stairs opens out into an improbable 
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and abstracted sound world.  Although the piece wanders off in various sonic directions, the main theme of the 
work is strongly rooted in the physical presence of the stairwell as recreated in the original recording.  What we 
are hearing in the stair climbing sequences is the acoustic character of a specific space as articulated by the 
sound of footfall and the closing of a door.  
 
Whereas Stairs  was composed purely as an electroacoustic composition to be heard through loudspeakers or 
headphones, the soundscape Mausoleum (1998) was designed in collaboration with Glasgow based artist Beth 
Forde as part of an installation.  Much of the audio source material was recorded in and around the Hamilton 
family Mausoleum, in Hamilton near Glasgow.  The Mausoleum is a stunning domed cylindrical building which at 
one time had the longest reverberation time of any building in Europe.  It was built within the estate of the Duke 
of Hamilton, nearby the now demolished Hamilton Palace. The Mausoleum was intended as the final resting 
place for the Dukes of Hamilton but after the demolition of the Palace in the 1920s and due to land subsidence 
and regular flooding of the nearby river Clyde, the Mausoleum was cleared of its contents and now stands empty.  
The upper part of the building is cold and damp and lit only the natural light coming in from the apex of the dome 
and the crypts underneath are frequently flooded.  The presence of sound in this building is almost tangible - with 
a natural reverberation  time of approximately 10-12 seconds, it becomes difficult to hear anything distinctly as 
individual sounds blur together in a kind of sonic soup.  Sonic and spatial imagery from this amazing building was 
then used as the basis for an installation in the Glasgow School of Art in a round cellar which seemed the perfect 
space within which to project elements of the mausoleum.  Video footage of the dome was projected into a round 
pool of water in the centre of the cellar floor and, in the absence of natural light, this projection illuminated the 
space and created an inverted visual representation of the mausoleum.  The soundscape I created to 
accompany these images was based largely on sounds recorded within the incredibly reverberant Mausoleum - 
the closing of the massive oak doors, the voice of a local historian telling us about the building, vocalisation and 
the sound of the birds outside in the daylight.  These elements combined with the sound of dripping water were 
composed into a sound collage which attempts to capture the various themes of the work - most notably space, 
water and roundness.  The main focus of the work was in creating an illusion - projecting images (both visual and 
sonic) of a cathedral-like ambience into a small and confined space and attempting to evoke something of the 
essence of the Mausoleum; a poetic reinterpretation of the space. 
 
 
In a more recent work Dry (2000) I chose to return to purely electroacoustic composition which, given the subtle 
environmental sounds and ambience, is ideally heard through headphones.  In Dry the material is derived entirely 
from source recordings made in two venues: the Infirmary Street Baths - an abandoned Victorian Baths in 
Edinburgh; and the Warrender Park Baths - a still functioning baths of approximately the same period.  The 
composition is constructed as a dialogue between these two spaces, between absence and presence, past and 
present.  The source recordings made in the Warrender Park Baths are readily identifiable; the sounds of 
splashing water, the regular lapping of a swimmer, the laughter of children are all very clear aural clues as to the 
type of space.  Such a sound environment has very strong associative qualities and one can assume that many 
people will have memories of having visited a swimming pool at some time in their lives.  The recordings taken in 
the abandoned baths are much more ambiguous and in some ways problematic.  How do you record the sound 
of an empty building?  The solution seemed to be to articulate the space in some way.  The Infirmary Street 
Baths had various physical/architectural features which I wanted to somehow capture in sound.  The acoustic 
characteristics of the building created by the high gabled ceiling and the large empty tiled swimming pool 
beneath, the network of pipes, doors, the gallery of cubicles each containing a large cast iron bath - all of these 
elements had a sonic potential which could help capture something of the identity of the space.  The way I 
attempted to ‘capture’ this was by sounding the space - by playing it like an instrument, inhabiting it, making my 
presence heard.  The intervention of myself and several colleagues (there to document the space for their own 
purposes) became a kind of improvisation  - the sound of footfall, banging on pipes and bath tubs, the slamming 
of doors and the sound of us just being there in the space.  The sparseness and ambience of these recordings 
does seem to capture the emptiness of the building, providing an effective contrast with the recordings made in a 
busy public swimming pool. 
 
Recording and editing technology allows us to mobilise sound - to recontextualise and manipulate the 
relationships between time and place.  As Cubitt points out, “...every recording is a piece of the past restorable to 
the present, but the act of recording is also an attempt to secure that piece of the future when the recording will 
be played.”14  Dry deals with the idea of parallel realities and the structure of the work attempts to animate the 
relationship between the two contrasting sound environments.  It is also a work about resonance, both in terms of 
acoustic resonance and the resonance of imagination.  In creating a dialogue between these two polarised 
realities I wanted to reflect on the nature of human habitation and how an empty building in many ways continues 
to resonate with past occupation.  
 
An ongoing collaboration with Edinburgh based artist Anne Bevan resulted in a return to installation based work, 
in a project at the site of the former Crichton Royal psychiatric hospital in Dumfries in September 2000.  The 
large estate, part of which still functions as a psychiatric hospital, is gradually being redeveloped for various uses, 
including a university campus and a concert hall.  One interesting aspect about the estate is the fact that it has its 
own water supply, quite separate to the town water supply of the rest of Dumfries.  Water is pumped from nearby 
springs up to a storage tank on the hill above the estate. Once again, water became a central theme in the work 
that emerged.  Audio and video recordings were made at various sites around the estate,  above and beneath 
the floor of the concert hall, on the hill above the estate and inside the ‘high tank’ reservoir where the water is 
pumped from the foot of the hill.  This sound and visual material then formed the basis of an installation work 
which was created in another part of the estate - in the cellar and basement under the main wing of the hospital.  
Visitors were invited to enter the basement through an outside door, provided with torches and left to explore the 
space. 
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The basement space itself consists of a series of passage ways and adjacent rooms, at the centre of which is a 
circular room within a circular passage which had formerly been the beginning of a central spiral staircase which 
linked the main four storeys of the hospital.  The basement space is now used to house the central heating 
system and water pipes for the building. The water being heated and pumped around the building and the 
associated noises of creaking and humming and gurgling created a strong sense of being inside a circulatory 
system.  Within this environment we selected various sites in which to project video and sound.  Sound and light 
became a way of leading people through the space, into darkened rooms and along damp pipe-lined 
passageways.  The result was striking and a little disconcerting - low bass rumblings coming from a hole in the 
wall, the sound of howling wind from behind a closed door, images of a green hillside, light reflected in a 
rectangular pool, and the continual hum and creak of water being pumped to the rest of the building above us.  
While much of the space was in total darkness, halogen lamps focussed attention on various features of the 
space and found objects such as iron pipe braces became musical instruments in situ.  The placement of 
disparate sound and visual images around the space made for a strange dialogue between the space and the 
introduced elements. 
 
The use of sound in the Crichton installation differs from my approach to sound and space in other works.  
Whereas in Dry a dialogue is constructed between the two recorded sound worlds, in the Crichton installation the 
‘dialogue’ is between the introduced sounds and the environment in which they are heard.  In this instance 
several self contained sound ‘objects’15  were created and situated within the site without any reference to a 
specific narrative or structure but rather the intention was to evoke a more ambiguous relationship between 
sound and environment.  These sound objects resonated in the space, some as recognisable sound images 
(such as howling wind) and some as more abstract sound textures, at times more felt than heard.  In the dimly lit 
basement, sound became a way of exploring and experiencing the space, engaging the curiosity and imagination 
of the visitor.  This work can also be seen to reflect Bachelard’s concept of architypal space, the cellar being the 
space with perhaps the most imaginative reverberances.  He describes the cellar as “...the dark entity of the 
house. The one that partakes of subterranean forces.  When we dream there, we are in harmony with the 
irrationality of the depths.”16 
 
In many ways my work with environmental sound is an attempt to reanimate space through sound.  Either by 
attempting to ‘capture’ space in sound as a way of creating a ‘virtual’ space in our imagination, or by aiming to 
intensify the way we experience a space through the addition of designed soundscapes.  Sean Cubitt 
emphasises the relationship between sound and space and time and he refers to the times of sound - “   not just 
the sound, and the time of its perception, but the time it takes a sound to cover the space between you and it, 
and in the aftermath of perception, as silence re-forms itself about it, and you wait for a repetition or continuation, 
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a third time.”17  He continues, “These times constitute a form of distance, the commingling of time and space.  
The times of sound are also the elements of its geography.”18  It is in particular this temporality and physical 
presence of sound that creates a perceptual richness on so many levels - we can experience sound in time and 
space as well as in our memory and imagination. 
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